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this prosperity is reflected in the Bills of Mortality. In those years the
proportion of burials to baptisms is the lowest during the 85 years from
1680 to 1765, as that between 1740 and 1760 is the highest.10 How is the
set-back after 1720 to be accounted for?
The Bills record the inevitable effects of dearth and fever in the
lessening of births and increasing of deaths, but on the whole the
period was one of plenty, while the bad years were distributed fairly
equally before and after 1720. Fever was perennial in London, and a
bad harvest with a rise in the price of bread and a hard winter were
inevitably followed by an epidemic. This happened in 1709-10 and
again in 1713-14. There were bad harvests in 1727 and 1728 and from
1726 to 1729 the death-rate was very high and the births declined. The
dearth of 1740 to 1741 coincided with a very cold winter followed by a
very hot summer. The Thames was frozen, there was much distress in
London, and a particularly virulent outbreak of fever, which caused
much alarm.11 The dearth, however, was not comparable with the dear
years of King William or Queen Anne.12 Corn rose to 565. only (it had
been 8is. 9d. in 1709-10) but the effects were more disastrous. It was a
time of trade depression, shown in a marked drop in the exports, and
this added to the unemployment caused by the frost. The effects of these
two calamitous years are seen in the terrible excess of burials over bap-
tisms, 15,580 in 1740 and 17,212 in 1741.
The fact that a high death-rate and low birth-rate should have com-
bined between 1720 and 1750 is strange, because during this time Lon-
don was spreading itself over a wider area and the narrow streets and
courts of the City were becoming less crowded as tenements made way
for warehouses and counting-houses.13 The price of corn was very low;
in the forty years between 1715 and 1755 there were only three bad
seasons, 1727,1728, and 1740.14 Meat in London was cheap and plenti-
ful,15 the markets and stalls were being increasingly well supplied with
fruit and vegetables from the neighbouring market gardens. Trade was
growing - apart from a set-back after 1739 ~ ^^ th® country was
financially prosperous. The sanitary condition of London was of course
very bad, but there is no evidence that it was deteriorating - on the
contrary, it must have tended to improve with the spreading out of the
population. The constant fires and the rebuilding which followed them
must have had on a small scale something of the effects of the Great

